












Melancholy	 is	 a	 central	 expressive	 property	 of	 the	 Before	 films	 and	 key	 to	 understanding	 and	
appreciating	the	trilogy	as	a	whole.	That,	 in	a	nutshell,	 is	the	thesis	I	wish	to	develop	in	this	paper.	
Melancholy	 is	understood	here	as	 the	profound	and	bittersweet	emotional	experience	that	occurs	
when	 we	 vividly	 grasp	 a	 harsh	 truth	 about	 human	 existence	 in	 such	 a	 way	 that	 we	 come	 to	
appreciate	certain	aspects	of	 life	more	deeply.	The	various	encounters	between	Celine	and	Jesse,	 I	
will	argue,	are	 littered	with	such	moments	of	melancholy.	These	moments	are	partly	prompted	by	
the	 circumstances	 in	 which	 they	 find	 themselves,	 but	 both	 of	 them	 also	 actively	 seek	 out	 this	
experience	by	the	stories	they	tell	and	the	reflections	they	engage	in.	That	seems	part	of	who	they	








In	 the	 course	 of	 history	 the	 term	 ‘melancholy’	 has	 been	 used	 in	 a	 variety	 of	 ways	 to	 refer	 to	 a		
particular	 character	 trait,	 a	mood,	 various	 sorts	 of	 psychological	 pathologies,	 and	 even	 a	 form	 of	
cultural	 decline	 (Bowring	 2016).	 Nowadays,	 too,	 people	 may	 think	 of	 melancholy	 as	 a	 type	 of	
sustained	 sadness	 or	 as	 a	 form	 of	 depression	 or	 morosity.	 However,	 this	 is	 not	 the	 kind	 of	
melancholy	that	I	am	primarily	interested	in	and	that	I	think	is	relevant	in	understanding	the	Before	
trilogy.	When	I	use	the	term	melancholy,	I	will	use	it	exclusively	to	refer	to	a	particular	emotion.	It	is	
an	 emotion	 that	 is	 characterized	 by	 its	 bittersweetness,	 as	well	 as	 its	 complexity	 and	 profundity.	
People	who	experience	it	usually	value	it	quite	highly	and	they	may	seek	it	out	in	their	engagement	
with	 novels,	 poems,	 songs,	 paintings	 or	 films.	 So	 it	 is	 an	 emotion	 that	 can	 be	 evoked	 by,	 and	
expressed	in,	works	of	art.		




Yalta	 was	 hardly	 visible	 through	 the	morning	mist;	 white	 clouds	 stood	motionless	 on	 the	
mountain-tops.	 The	 leaves	 did	 not	 stir	 on	 the	 trees,	 grasshoppers	 chirruped,	 and	 the	
monotonous	 hollow	 sound	 of	 the	 sea	 rising	 up	 from	 below,	 spoke	 of	 the	 peace,	 of	 the	
















for	 him.	 He	 looked	 at	 Natasha	 as	 she	 sang,	 and	 something	 new	 and	 joyful	 stirred	 in	 his	
soul.	He	had	decidedly	nothing	to	weep	about,	but	he	was	ready	to	weep.	About	what?	His	
former	 love?	 The	 little	 princess?	His	 disappointments?	 ...	 His	 hopes	 for	 the	 future?	 ...	 Yes	











what	 exactly	 is	 distinctive	 of	 that	 emotion	 as	 it	 is	 expressed	 in	 these	 works?	 Here	 is	 my	 semi-
technical	definition:	melancholy	is	a	complex	emotional	process	triggered	by	the	affective	appraisal	
of	 (what	 is	perceived	to	be)	a	profound	but	 typically	harsh	truth	about	human	existence	that	puts	
the	precarious	value	of	something	that	you	(feel	you	should)	care	about	in	sharp	relief	in	such	a	way	
that	you	come	to	appreciate	it	more	deeply.	As	a	result,	negative	feelings	or	emotions	(e.g.	sadness,	
grief,	 desolation)	will	 co-occur	 or	 alternate	with	 positive	 feelings	 or	 emotions	 (e.g.	 joy,	 gratitude,	
peacefulness).	
Some	 clarifications	 are	 in	order.	 The	existential	 truths	 that	 give	 rise	 to	melancholy	 can	be	
varied	 in	nature.	They	can	relate	to	the	transience	of	all	 things,	the	 indifference	of	the	universe	to	
the	 life	 and	 death	 of	 each	 of	 us	 (as	 in	 Chekhov),	 the	 ‘terrible	 opposition’	 we	 find	 in	 ourselves	



















that’s	 when	 melancholy	 may	 ensue.	 The	 harsh	 existential	 truth	 may	 come	 to	 accentuate	 the	
precarious	value	of	something	that	you	(feel	you	should)	care	about	–	the	present	moment,	a	past	
friendship,	 your	 lifelong	 partner	 –	 in	 such	 a	 way	 that	 you	 come	 to	 appreciate	 that	 something	 or	
someone	more	deeply.	This	gives	rise	to	more	positive	feelings	or	emotions	that	help	to	offset	the	
initial	 feelings	 of	 sadness	 or	 despair.	 Hence	 the	 bittersweet	 nature	 of	 melancholy	 and	 the	 sad	
subdued	smile	or	tearful	happiness	that	often	accompany	it.		
Moments	 of	 melancholy	 can	 be	 quite	 brief	 and	 subtle	 when	 there’s	 a	 quick	 shift	 of	 the	
negative	 to	 the	 positive.	 But	 the	 whole	 process	 can	 also	 be	 protracted	 and	 very	 intense,	 with	
thoughts	that	are	continuously	developing	and	overlapping,	affecting	and	even	looping	back	on	each	
other,	resulting	in	a	prolonged	alternation	of	the	bitter	and	the	sweet.	A	famous	example	of	this	is	
the	 ending	 of	 James	 Joyce’s	 The	 Dead	 (1914),	 where	 we	 are	 made	 privy	 to	 the	 melancholic	
reflections	 of	 the	protagonist	Gabriel.	He	has	 just	 come	 to	 the	painful	 realization	 that	 he	has	 not	
been	his	wife’s	one-and-only	true	love	and	they	were	not	necessarily	meant	to	be	together	because	
she	did	love	someone	else	a	long	time	ago.	But	‘as	he	thought	of	what	she	must	have	been	then,	in	










Melancholy	 is	 not	 always	 or	 necessarily	 aesthetic	 in	 nature.	 But	 in	 those	 cases	 where	
melancholy	leads	to	a	deeper	aesthetic	appreciation,	we	could	consider	it	as	an	aesthetic	emotion.	
To	put	 it	differently,	we	may	speak	of	aesthetic	melancholy	 if	and	when	an	aesthetic	experience	is	
integrated	 into	 the	 complex	 emotional	 process	 described	 above.	 An	 aesthetic	 experience	 occurs,	
some	have	argued,	 ‘when	we	value	our	aesthetic	perception	of	an	object	 for	 its	own	sake	and	are	
moved	in	virtue	of	that	perception’	(Jerrold	Levinson	quoted	in	Maes	2017:	28).	If	that	is	so,	then	it	
seems	 that	 the	 characters	 in	 the	 passages	 I	 quoted	 from	 Tolstoy,	 Chekhov,	 and	 Joyce	 are	 indeed	
experiencing	aesthetic	melancholy.	Prince	Andrei	appreciates	the	beauty	of	Natasha’s	music	and	is	
deeply	moved	 in	 virtue	 of	 it.	 Gurov	 is	 aesthetically	 savouring	 his	 surroundings	whilst	 being	 in	 the	
thralls	 of	 melancholy.	 And	 the	 same	 goes	 for	 Gabriel	 in	 The	 Dead.	 He	 is	 not	 only	 moved	 by	 the	
beauty	of	his	sleeping	wife	but	his	soul	‘swooned	slowly	as	he	heard	the	snow	falling	faintly	through	
the	universe	and	faintly	falling,	 like	the	descent	of	their	 last	end,	upon	all	the	living	and	the	dead.’	
(Joyce	 1969:	 224).	 Moreover,	 readers	 of	 Tolstoy,	 Chekhov	 and	 Joyce	 may	 also	 be	 experiencing	
aesthetic	melancholy	in	savouring	these	beautiful	passages.	When	you	read	about	the	‘eternal	sleep	
awaiting	all	of	us’	or	the	world’s	‘complete	indifference	to	the	life	and	death	of	each	of	us’	you	are	













the	 remaining	moments	 they	 still	 have	 together.	 Later,	 at	 the	 very	 end	of	 the	 film,	when	 they’ve	






















specific	 qualities.	 You	 can	never	 replace	 anyone.	What	 is	 lost	 is	 lost.	 (…)	 I	will	miss	of	 the	
other	person	the	most	mundane	things.	Like	I'm	obsessed	with	little	things.	Maybe	I'm	crazy,	
but...	when	I	was	a	little	girl,	my	mom	told	me	that	I	was	always	late	to	school.	One	day	she	
followed	me	 to	 see	why.	 I	 was	 looking	 at	 chestnuts	 falling	 from	 the	 trees,	 rolling	 on	 the	
sidewalk,	or...	ants	crossing	the	road,	the	way	a	leaf	casts	a	shadow	on	a	tree	trunk...	Little	




















Her	 words	 resonate	 with	 another	 melancholic	 scene	 in	 which	 Celine	 and	 Jesse	 are	 seated	 on	 a	
terrace,	 watching	 an	 ephemeral	 sunset	 disappear	 behind	 the	mountains.	 They	 are	 cherishing	 the	
	 5	
warmth	of	 the	moment	 in	 the	 knowledge	 that	 it	will	 soon	be	 gone	 (just	 like,	 quite	 possibly,	 their	
relationship	might	soon	come	to	an	end).			
So	far,	I	have	focused	on	scenes	where	the	emotion	of	melancholy	is	very	pronounced.	But	
as	 was	 mentioned	 in	 the	 previous	 section,	 while	 melancholic	 episodes	 can	 be	 intense	 and	





the	 camera	 lingers	 on	 a	 drawing	 of	 a	 deathbed	 scene	 we	 hear	 a	 church	 bell	 ring.	 Immediately	










2019):	 ‘But	 you	 have	 to	 think	 that	 Notre-Dame	will	 be	 gone	 one	 day.	 There	 used	 to	 be	 another	
church	at	 the	Seine,	 right	 there.’	And	 in	 the	 last	 film	 it	 is	 yet	 another	 religious	building,	 the	 small	
chapel	 of	 Saint	 Odilia	 with	 its	 faded	 wall	 paintings,	 that	 prompts	 Jesse	 to	 muse	 on	 the	 idea	 of	
impermanence	and	to	tell	the	story	of	the	monks	who	paint	with	water	on	rock	on	a	hot	day	so	that	
by	the	time	they’re	done	the	paintings	have	already	evaporated.		
It	 is	 not	 just	 the	 places	 they	 find	 themselves	 in	 that	 elicit	 melancholic	 reflections	 in	 our	






Before	Sunrise).	Moreover,	 in	each	of	 the	 films	the	two	main	characters	meet	so-to-speak	under	a	
ticking	 clockii:	 Jesse	 has	 a	 plane	 to	 catch	 in	 Before	 Sunrise	 and	 Before	 Sunset,	 while	 in	 Before	
Midnight	they	only	have	one	night	together,	free	of	child	care,	before	they	have	to	head	back	home.	
So	they	cannot	but	be	aware	that	time	is	limited	and	fleeting.	The	fact	that	each	of	their	encounters	
is	marked	by	 something	 important	 coming	 to	an	end	only	 reinforces	 this	 idea.	 In	Before	Midnight	
Jesse	 has	 just	 said	 goodbye	 to	 his	 son.	 It’s	 the	 end	 of	 summer	 and	 the	 end	 of	 their	 holiday	 in	
Greece.iii	In	Before	Sunset	it’s	the	last	stage	of	Jesse’s	long	book	tour.	And	in	Before	Sunrise,	Celine	is	
returning	 from	 a	 visit	 to	 her	 beloved	 grandmother	 while	 Jesse	 is	 bringing	 his	 disastrous	 but	
formative	Europe	trip	to	an	end.		
Lest	 there	 be	 any	 misunderstanding,	 however,	 Celine	 and	 Jesse	 are	 not	 just	 drawn	 to	
melancholy	because	of	the	physical	environment	or	the	temporal	circumstances	in	which	they	find	
themselves.	 Even	 in	 the	 absence	 of	 any	 external	 cue,	 they	 seem	 to	 be	 seeking	 it	 out,	 as	 they	
spontaneously	 engage	 in	 melancholic	 reflections	 throughout	 their	 conversations.	 Where	 other	
people	might	dwell	on	everyday	particularities,	Celine	and	Jesse	will	typically	use	such	particularities	
as	 springboards	 to	 talk	 about	 more	 general	 aspects	 of	 human	 existence.	 They	 are	 continuously	
putting	things	in	a	broader	perspective	as	a	way	to	maintain,	convey	or	achieve	a	clear	view	of	what	





even	 like	being	 stuck	 in	 traffic.	He	would	 just	enjoy	 looking	at	people...	 staring	at	 their	 faces.	 Just	
little	things.’	(Note	the	reiteration	of	that	significant	little	phrase	here.)	
The	 story	 of	 George	 appears	 as	 an	 interesting	mirror	 image	 of	 the	 one	 that	 Jesse	 tells	 in	
Before	Sunrise.		
	
Jesse:	 I	 remember	my	mother	 once,	 she	 told	me,	 right	 in	 front	 of	my	 father	 –	 they	were	







Jesse:	No,	 I	mean…	 I	eventually	kind	of	 took	pride	 in	 it...like	my	 life	was	my	own	doing	or	
something…	like	I	was	crashing	'The	Big	Party.'	
	
In	 the	 second	 film,	 too,	 there	 are	melancholic	 mini-stories.	 For	 instance,	 Jesse	mentions	 how	 he	






the	 story	 he	 wants	 to	 incorporate	 in	 his	 next	 book,	 about	 a	 man	 who	 has	 made	 it	 –	 good	 job,	
beautiful	wife,	nice	house	–	but	who	comes	to	realize	that	happiness	is	 in	the	doing,	not	in	getting	
what	you	want,	and	who	is	subsequently	moved	by	his	5	year	old	daughter	dancing	on	top	of	a	table.		
To	 recapitulate,	 Jesse	 and	 Celine	 share	many	 intense	 as	well	 as	more	 subtle	moments	 of	
melancholy	 in	 their	 various	 encounters.	 These	 are	 partly	 prompted	 by	 the	 environment	 and	 the	
circumstances	 in	which	 they	 find	 themselves.	 But	 both	 of	 them	 also	 actively	 seek	 out	 and	 create	




far-fetched	to	suspect	 that	 it	 is	 their	mutual	appreciation	of	melancholy	 that	helps	 to	explain	why	
they	 feel	 this	 special	 bond.	 As	 Brady	 and	 Haapala	 (2003)	 have	 pointed	 out,	 solitude	 forms	 the	
characteristic	 backdrop	 of	 melancholy	 because	 the	 solitary	 state	 is	 so	 eminently	 conducive	 of	
reflection.	However,	melancholy	can	sometimes	be	experienced	and	explored	 in	company.	But	the	
conditions	have	 to	be	 right:	 you	 and	 your	 conversation	partner(s)	 need	 to	be	 similarly	 inclined	 to	







him,	she	confesses,	 is	when	he	 told	 the	beautifully	bittersweet	childhood	story	of	 seeing	his	great	
grandmother	 who	 had	 just	 passed	 away	 through	 the	 mist	 of	 a	 garden	 hose.	 Likewise,	 in	 Before	








Melancholy	 is	 manifestly	 present	 in	 the	 characters’	 dialogue	 and	 in	 their	 facial	 and	 bodily	
expressions.	But	 ‘film	expression’	 is	 not	exhausted	by	what	we	might	 label	 ‘character	expression’.	




	 (1)	Before	 Sunrise	 opens	with	 the	overture	 to	 Purcell’s	Dido	and	Aeneas,	which	 is	 spirited	













bathes	 in	melancholy.	While	some	of	 the	 lyrics	of	 the	song	appear	optimistic	 (‘No	more	doubt,	no	
more	fear,	I	have	found	my	way,	your	love	came	just	in	time’)	the	song	is	mainly	sung	in	an	elegiac	
tone	with	a	voice	 that	 seems	 to	come	 from	a	place	of	 suffering	 (‘I	was	 lost	 them	 losing	dice	were	
tossed/My	bridges	all	were	crossed	nowhere	to	go’).	Suffering	and	death	are	also	part	of	the	context	
in	which	 the	 song	 is	 set	 in	 the	 film.	 Celine	 and	 Jesse	 have	 just	 had	 a	 bitter	 altercation	 in	 the	 car	
where	they’ve	opened	up	about	the	misery	in	their	respective	lives.	When	he	enters	her	apartment	




plays	 over	 the	 closing	 credits	 of	Before	 Sunrise,	 Kathy	McCarthy’s	 Living	 Life,	 also	 has	 the	 typical	
duality	 of	melancholy.	 Troubling	 existential	 concerns	 (‘When	 everything's	 so	 tasteless/And	 all	 the	





the	absence	of	 the	principal	 characters.	 The	 shots	 come	at	 steady	 intervals	 and	are	 filmed	with	 a	




life	 resumes	 in	 those	 places	where	 Celine	 and	 Jesse	 have	 spent	 the	 night	 of	 their	 lives.	 It	 speaks	
powerfully	 of	 the	 fact	 that	 everything	must	 end	 sometime.	 In	 the	 final	 shot	 of	 that	 sequence	we	






in	 a	 soft	 and	 subtle	way,	 the	 difficult	 truth	 that	 others	will	 likely	 be	 indifferent	 to	 the	 places	 and	
things	that	are	of	 the	utmost	significance	to	us.	The	sites	of	momentous	occasions	 in	our	 lives	are	
just	part	of	banal	 everyday	existence	 for	other	people.	 (I	 am	 reminded	here	of	 a	passage	 in	W.G.	






the	 bookshop	 Shakespeare	 &	 Co	 (one	 of	 the	 many	 nods	 to	 the	 work	 of	 James	 Joyce).iv	 The	
melancholic	character	of	 this	opening	sequence	 is	only	 revealed	on	a	second	viewing.	Because	 it’s	
only	then	that	we	come	to	realize	that	what	seemed	like	a	banal	series	of	touristy	shots	of	Paris	is	in	
fact	a	carefully	constructed	montage	of	the	various	places	where	Celine	and	Jesse	will	have	their	life-
changing	 second	 encounter.	 So,	 upon	 re-watching	 the	 film,	 the	 viewer	 comes	 to	 realize	 that	 she	
herself	 is	 (inevitably?)	 like	 those	 indifferent	 passers	 by	 at	 the	 end	 of	Before	 Sunrise	 who	 take	 no	
special	note	of	the	places	and	things	that	are	of	utmost	importance	to	other	people.		
The	Ozu	sequence	 in	Before	Midnight	 is	 clearly	meant	as	a	continuation	of	 those	previous	
sequences	 in	Before	Sunset	and	Before	Sunrise.	But	 it	also	stands	out	 for	a	number	of	 reasons.	To	
begin	with,	no	exterior	scenes	are	shown	here,	but	we	rather	get	to	see	the	interior	of	a	hotel	room.	
Moreover,	 the	sequence	doesn’t	 come	at	 the	very	end	or	at	 the	very	beginning	of	 the	 film,	but	 is	
















(3)	 In	all	 three	 films	 there	 is	what	 I	want	 to	call	 the	 ‘stealing	glances	 sequence’.	The	most	
memorable	of	these,	perhaps,	occurs	in	Before	Sunrise.	Celine	and	Jesse	have	entered	the	listening	
booth	in	the	record	store	to	play	Kath	Bloom’s	Come	Here.	As	the	script	says:	‘They	glance	subtly	up	
at	 each	 other	 but	 usually	 not	 when	 the	 other	 is	 looking.	 The	 song	 makes	 both	 of	 them	 a	 little	
nervous	as	it	brings	out	a	shyness	about	the	uncertainty	of	their	relationship	at	that	point.’	(Linklater	
2008:	 42)	 The	 characters	 themselves	 are	 not	melancholic	 –	 they	 are	 shy	 and	 nervous	 and	 full	 of	
longing	–	but	 the	 scene	has	a	definite	melancholic	undertone.	The	 tender	and	slightly	 sad	 song	 in	
combination	with	their	furtive	and	bashful	glances	captures	the	beautiful	fleetingness	of	a	budding	
romance.	If	their	glances	were	to	meet,	they	could	be	assured	of	each	other’s	feelings.	But	their	eyes	





to	Celine’s	 apartment	and	a	 similar	 sort	of	uncertainty	 and	 longing	 fills	 the	air.	But	 already	 in	 the	
scene	 that	 comes	before	 that,	when	 they’re	 in	 the	 car	and	 confessing	 to	 the	misery	 in	 their	 lives,	
their	glances	 fail	 to	meet	at	 crucial	 times.	Celine	wants	 to	 touch	and	comfort	 Jesse	but	he	 fails	 to	





together	 as	 a	 couple.	 As	 the	 camera	 slowly	 pulls	 away,	 they	 do	 seem	 to	 re-engage	 but	 the	
bittersweet	music	leaves	us	wondering	whether	this	is	only	a	temporary	reprieve.		
	 (4)	 There	are	 some	notable	motifs	 throughout	 the	 trilogy	 that	 lend	 further	 support	 to	 the	
idea	 that	 melancholy	 is	 key	 to	 understanding	 these	 films	 and	 that	 the	 harsher	 truths	 of	 human	
existence	always	serve	to	accentuate	the	central	romance	between	our	two	beautiful	and	young(ish)	
protagonists.	One	such	motif	is	that	of	the	grandmother	and,	by	extension,	that	of	old	age.	It’s	there	
in	Before	Midnight	where	 Jesse	 receives	 the	news	of	his	 grandmother	passing	away,	 and	where	a	
grand	old	couple,	Natalia	and	Patrick,	preside	over	the	dinner	table	and	meditate	on	the	passing	of	
time.	 It’s	 there	 in	 Before	 Sunset	 where,	 early	 on,	 we	 learn	 that	 it	 was	 the	 funeral	 of	 Celine’s	
grandmother	that	prevented	her	from	meeting	him	again	in	Vienna.	Later	on,	Jesse	(and	the	viewer)	
gets	to	a	see	a	picture	of	Celine’s	grandmother	and	 is	reminded	of	the	time	that	has	since	slipped	
away.	 But	 the	 motif	 is,	 surprisingly	 perhaps,	 most	 prominently	 present	 in	 the	 first	 film,	 Before	
Sunrise.	 Not	 only	 do	 Celine	 and	 Jesse	 repeatedly	 talk	 about	 their	 (great-)grandmothers	 in	 their	
various	melancholic	ponderings,	but	the	film	is	also	dedicated	to	the	director’s	grandparents.	And,	as	




that	 people	 are	 dying,	 less	 than	 three	 hundred	 kilometres	 from	 Vienna.	 In	 Before	 Sunset	 Jesse	
mentions	 the	war	 that	 could	 have	 destroyed	 the	Notre-Dame	 (but	 didn’t).	 In	Before	Midnight	 he	
recounts	 how	 the	 occupying	 army	 of	 Turks	 was	 responsible	 for	 scratching	 out	 the	 eyes	 of	 the	











his	 long-awaited	 entrance.	 Moreover,	 the	 church	 they	 visit,	 where	 Celine	 talks	 about	 her	
grandmother	 in	Budapest,	 is	 the	Church	of	Maria	am	Gestade	which	already	 featured	 in	The	Third	
Man.	Letter	from	an	Unknown	Woman	(1948,	dir.	Max	Ophüls)	is	the	other	classic	set	in	Vienna	that	
Linklater	pays	homage	 to.	 It	 also	makes	use	of	 the	Ferris	wheel	 in	 the	Prater,	 it	has	a	memorable	
farewell	 scene	 at	 the	 train	 station,	 and	 the	 two	 protagonists	 spend	 one	 –	 and	 only	 one	 –	 night	
together	rambling	the	streets	of	Vienna.		(As	Stefan	says	to	Lisa:	‘I	suppose	sooner	or	later	we’ll	have	
to	 decide	 where	 we	 are	 walking	 to	 …	 I	 almost	 never	 get	 to	 the	 place	 I	 set	 out	 for	 any	 way’).	




Before	 Sunrise	 also	 contains	 some	 less	 obvious	 but	 equally	 revealing	 references.	 For	
















the	 cinematographer	 of	 Zorba	 the	 Greek	 (1964,	 dir.	Michael	 Cacoyannis).viii	 That	 film,	which	 is	 all	







each	 other.	 I	 don't	 know	why,	 sometimes	 I	 have	 this	 image	 in	 my	mind	 when,	 you	 know,	 we're	
asleep	and	you	hold	me.’	Journey	to	Italy	also	begins	with	a	car	ride	and	a	long	discussion	between	
two	partners	who	have	been	together	for	roughly	8	years.	And	there	are	many	other	parallels:	the	
mutual	 recriminations,	 the	 looking	 at	 art	 and	 ruins	 and	 reflecting	 on	 the	 passing	 of	 time,	 the	
husband	ogling	other	women,	 the	unmistakable	allusion	 to	 James	 Joyce’s	The	Dead.	 In	all	 sorts	of	
ways	the	cinephile	is	invited	to	view	Before	Midnight	through	the	lens	of	Journey	to	Italy	and	given	















that	 among	 the	 most	 effective	 ways	 of	 doing	 this	 is	 to	 evoke	 that	 emotion	 in	 the	 audience’	
(Robinson	2007).	 For	example,	 someone	might	express	her	 state	of	mind	verbally	by	 saying	 ‘I	 feel	












melancholy	 (the	 bitterness	 and	 the	 sweetness).	 Paintings	 and	 photographs	 also	 cannot	 articulate	
and	make	explicit	 the	musings	that	give	rise	to	melancholy.	Films,	on	the	other	hand,	do	not	have	
these	limitations.	And	the	Before	films	in	particular	exploit	all	the	means	at	their	disposal	–	stories,	
dialogue,	 images,	 music	 –	 to	 reveal	 melancholy	 in	 all	 its	 complexity	 and	 variety:	 from	 the	 very	
intense	 and	 protracted	 to	 more	 subtle	 and	 subdued	 episodes,	 from	 the	 melancholy	 of	
twentysomethings	 to	 that	 of	 mid-life	 or	 old	 age,	 from	 the	 bittersweet	 feelings	 triggered	 by	 a	
‘memento	mori’	or	‘memento	senescere’	to	those	prompted	by	other	existential	truths	like	the	fact	
that	each	 life	will	have	 its	 share	of	unfulfilled	promises,	or	 that	 it	 can	be	extremely	challenging	 to	








unalone—intellectually,	 emotionally,	 spiritually.	 I	 feel	 human	and	unalone	 and	 that	 I’m	 in	 a	 deep,	
significant	conversation	with	another	consciousness’	 (Miller	2012:	62).	Chances	are,	 if	you	yourself	







blockbuster,	 the	 trilogy	has	earned	 itself	a	very	 loyal	audience	with	many	 fans	who	have	seen	the	
films	multiple	times.	Does	it	reward	such	repeated	viewings	(and	I’m	asking	this	question	specifically	
with	an	eye	 to	 the	prized	 feeling	of	melancholy)?	The	answer	 is	 ‘yes’.	 The	 series	has	 rich	 veins	of	
melancholy	 that	 one	 can	 keep	 mining	 as	 an	 audience.	 Firstly,	 because	 each	 film	 is	 carefully	
constructed	and	multi-layered,	there	will	be	certain	elements	the	poignancy	of	which	one	will	only	
grasp	on	a	second	viewing.	The	clearest	example	of	this	is	the	‘Ozu	sequence’	in	Before	Sunset	that	
I’ve	 already	 discussed.	 But	 there	 are	 other	 instances.	 Early	 on	 in	 Before	 Sunrise,	 when	 Celine	
describes	her	first	sexual	feelings	towards	a	boy	she	met	on	a	summer	camp,	she	recounts	how	she	
and	 the	boy	promised	each	other	 to	write	and	meet	again	but	 then	didn’t	 –	a	 throwaway	 remark	
that	 acquires	more	 significance	 in	 light	 of	 the	 later	 developments	 between	 herself	 and	 Jesse.xi	 In	
Before	Midnight	Celine	pronounces	the	sunset	to	be	‘gone’	whilst	sitting	on	a	terrace.	It	is	that	very	
same	terrace	that	she	will	later	return	to	after	declaring	that	her	love	for	Jesse	is	gone.	
Secondly,	 what	 goes	 for	 the	 individual	 films,	 also	 goes	 for	 the	 trilogy	 as	 a	 whole.	 It	 is	 so	
carefully	constructed	that	 revisiting	 the	 first	 films	 in	 light	of	 the	 final	 instalment,	and	vice	versa,	 is	
rewarded	with	extra	sparks	of	melancholy.	For	 instance,	the	fight	between	the	older	couple	 in	the	
train	that	effectively	brings	Celine	and	Jesse	together	 in	Before	Sunrise	will	resonate	differently	for	
viewers	who	have	 seen	Before	Midnight.	 Such	viewers	will	 also	be	able	 to	 connect	 the	passage	 in	
	 12	
Before	Sunrise	where	Celine	says	she	 loves	the	red	 in	 Jesse’s	beard	with	her	observation	 in	Before	
Midnight	 that	 the	 red	 in	 his	 beard	 has	 gone.	 The	 time-travelling	 bit	 that	 Jesse	 does	 in	 Before	
Midnight	 is	 a	 reprise	 of	 the	 time-travelling	 spiel	 that	 gets	 Celine	 off	 the	 train	 in	 Before	 Sunrise.	
Knowing	this	will	add	some	sweetness	to	the	scene	in	Before	Midnight	and,	conversely,	 it	may	add	
some	 bitterness	 to	 the	 scene	 in	 Before	 Sunrise.	 Another	 example	 is	 the	 reference	 to	 Quaker	
weddings	in	both	Before	Sunrise	and	Before	Midnight.	The	romantic	admiration	they	express	for	this	














Moreover,	 viewers	 of	 the	 trilogy	 may	 also	 come	 to	 experience	 aesthetic	 melancholy	 in	
savouring	some	of	these	scenes.	When	our	main	characters	admire	the	Notre-Dame	and	reflect	on	
how	 it	narrowly	escaped	 in	WWII	but	will	one	day	be	destroyed,	we	as	viewers	are	also	 invited	to	
contemplate	 that	 harsh	 truth	 and	 to	 share	 in	 the	 aesthetic	 admiration	 for	 that	 magnificent	
cathedral.	 In	Before	Sunrise	 there	 is	 Jesse’s	poignant	 recital	of	 the	W.H.	Auden	poem	that	presses	
home	 the	 thought,	 for	 both	 the	 couple	 and	 the	 viewer,	 that	 time	 cannot	 be	 stopped.	 The	 sharp	
awareness	 of	 the	 transience	 of	 all	 things	makes	 Celine	 and	 Jesse	 savour	 the	 remaining	moments	














Melancholy,	 I	 have	 argued,	 can	 be	 understood	 as	 the	 profound	 and	 bittersweet	 emotional	
experience	 that	occurs	when	we	vividly	grasp	a	harsh	 truth	about	human	existence	 in	 such	a	way	
that	we	come	to	appreciate	certain	aspects	of	 life	more	deeply.	 It	 is	an	emotion	that	 is	 frequently	
experienced	and	expressed	by	the	two	main	characters	of	the	Before	trilogy.	Their	shared	moments	
of	melancholy	 are	 partly	 prompted	by	 the	 environment	 and	 the	 circumstances	 in	which	 they	 find	
themselves.	But	both	Celine	and	Jesse	also	seek	out	and	create	such	moments	by	 the	stories	 they	
tell	and	 the	 reflections	 they	engage	 in.	That	 seems	part	of	who	 they	are	as	 individuals	and	 it	may	
help	to	explain	why	they	feel	so	drawn	to	each	other.		





some	viewers	 and	have	 attracted	 such	a	devoted	audience.	Given	 this	 intriguing	parallel	 between	
the	mutual	attraction	of	the	main	characters	and	the	love	that	viewers	may	feel	for	these	films,	let	
me	end	with	this	(rather	melancholic)	thought:	to	feel	a	real	and	profound	connection	and	to	be	able	
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i	 Interestingly,	on	 the	Criterion	website	 Linklater	 refers	 to	his	 all-time	 top	 ten	 list	of	 films	as	 ‘spirit-and-the-
flesh	 titles’,	 which	 include	 Andrei	 Rublev	 (dir.	 Andrei	 Tarkovsky,	 1969),	 Au	 hasard	 Balthazar	 (dir.	 Robert	
Bresson,	1966),	Fanny	and	Alexander	(dir.	Ingmar	Bergman,	1982).	And	in	a	comment	that	is	reminiscent	of	the	




																																								 																																							 																																							 																																							 																												
ii	 The	 film	 titles	 themselves	 serve	 as	 a	 kind	 of	 ticking	 clock.	 And	 it’s	worth	 noting	 that	The	 Clock	 (1945	 dir.	








Rossellini’s	 Journey	 to	 Italy	 (1954),	 which	 itself	 is	 loosely	 based	 on	 The	 Dead.	 Interestingly,	 Joyce	 once	












His	most	 famous	book,	A	Time	of	Gifts,	 is	a	beautifully	melancholic	memoir	of	 the	author’s	 journey	 through	
pre-war	Europe.		





with	 a	 bittersweet	 feeling	 (though	 there	 might	 be	 a	 more	 sweet	 aftertaste	 after	 the	 first	 film	 and	 more	
bitterness	after	the	last	film).		
xi	Similarly,	when	Celine	wistfully	says	that	they	will	miss	the	Seurat	exhibition,	the	first	image	she	points	to	is	
“Voie	Ferrée”	(Rail	Road)	-	surely	not	a	coincidence	given	the	important	role	that	trains	and	railroads	play	in	
the	meeting	and	parting	of	Celine	and	Jesse.		
xii	 I	wish	to	thank	James	MacDowell,	Aaron	Meskin	and	Katrien	Schaubroeck	for	helpful	comments	on	earlier	
drafts	of	this	paper.	
